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Response to Intervention: What Is
It and How Do Schools and Districts
Prepare for It?
BY KRISTIN

M.

GEHSMANN

Introduction
The newly revised Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), signed into law in December of 2004,
responds to a threefold increase in the number of students identified as having a specific learning disability
(SLD) over the past 30 years (National Center for Education Statistics, 2007). Specifically, the law focuses
on the prevention of learning difficulties through early intervention programs, training, and materials. For
instance, the revised IDEA allows Local Education Agencies (LEAs) to set aside up to 15% of their IDEA monies to create early intervention programs. The architects of the law seemingly believe the best way to reduce
the number of students experiencing reading problems is to prevent them (Gersten & Domino, 2006). While
all disability categories are affected by the new law, reading instruction is given special attention in IDEA
because roughly 80% of all children referred for an SLD have reading problems (Lyon, 1995).
The reauthorization of IDEA also introduces a newly approved method for identifying and monitoring students "at risk" for learning difficulties. This method
is called Response to Intervention (RTI) or Response
to Instruction. In short, RTI is intended to do three
important things:
1. Improve the early identification ofreading
difficulties through on-going assessment and
progress monitoring;

2. Promote early intervention, thus reducing
the need for later remediation or special
education; and
3. Provide an alternative method for identifying
students as eligible for special education.
While RTI has been piloted in some schools and
districts around the country, it is still largely
theoretical and has yet to be proven effective on a
large scale. Many supporters of RTI argue that it
provides a much-needed alternative to the discrepancy model traditionally used to identify students
as eligible for special education. Other researchers
think of RTI as a complement to the traditional
IQ-achievement testing currently used to determine
eligibility (Telzrow, McNamara, & Hollinger, 2000).

Proponents of RTI see promise in its systematic
use of formative assessment to monitor student
progress and inform instruction in both regular
education and special education settings (Campione
& Brown, 1987; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1986; Gersten,
Keating, & Irvin, 1998).
While RTI has many supporters, some researchers
caution that RTI may result in the over identification of students "in need" of intervention (Jenkins &
O'Connor, 2000). Others worry that students with
learning disabilities will not receive the appropriate level of service in an RTI system because these
students may be exited from the intervention system
after initially responding well to intervention (Fuchs
& Fuchs, 2006). Researchers also caution about the
potential for the over identification of culturally and
linguistically diverse learners (Klinger & Edwards,
2006) and those from minority or economically
disadvantaged backgrounds (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998). Despite these important concerns, RTI
is generally considered promising because it has
the potential to deliver intervention to students
at risk for reading difficulties before they actually
fail (McEneaney, Lose, & Schwartz, 2006; Vaugh &
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Fuchs, 2003). Currently, 14% of the total U.S. public
school population is served under IDEA, with more
than half of those students identified as having a
SLD (NCES, 2007).
The purpose of this article is to describe how RTI
might work in schools and districts that seek to
improve early reading instruction and student
achievement in reading. Resources and examples
from actual implementations are provided.

Early Intervention
In an RTI system, students are considered "atrisk for reading difficulties" or "eligible for early
intervention" based on local and state assessment
data, formative assessment data, and teacher input
(Ardoin, Witt, Connell & Koeing, 2005). According to
best practice, no single measure is used to determine
whether a student is at-risk for (or experiencing)
reading difficulties. Instead, a team of educators
must examine all available data to determine the
need for and intensity of intervention. It is important
that this team include a variety of experts and
stakeholders including the classroom teacher, a
special educator, a reading specialist, a teacher of
English Language Learners (ELLs) (if appropriate),
and an administrator. In some schools, the RTI team
resembles an Individualized Education Plan (IEP)
team and may include the parents or guardians of
identified students and a school counselor or school
psychologist.

Early Identification
In many RTI implementations, early identification
begins at the end of each school year when students
performing in the bottom 10-20% on literacy outcome
measures are placed on a "watch list." The RTI team
reviews these students' profiles to determine if intervention services are warranted. As previously mentioned, multiple sources of data are considered when
determining a student's eligibility for an intervention.
The nature and intensity of the intervention must
also be considered. Students identified as being most
at-risk receive the "first round" of intervention beginning at the start of the new school year, preferably
during the first full week of school. Thus, precious
learning time is not lost while waiting for the results
of fall assessments. In schools with summer programs,
identified students may also be invited to participate
in summer learning opportunities, especially if a
student is at risk for summer loss or regression.
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Once new assessment data are collected at the
beginning of the school year, intervention services
are reconsidered based on the needs of the entire
student population. This is especially important in
schools with transient populations where many of
the students may not have attended the school in the
previous spring when the initial lists were generated.
The "second round" of intervention for students most
in need (again, the students in the bottom 10-20%
of each grade level) begins 8 to 10 weeks after the
first round began. This assessment and evaluation
process is repeated throughout the year every 8-10 or
10-20 weeks, or according to the school or district's
assessment cycle. This frequent assessment ensures
that students most at risk receive timely and appropriate intervention. Because student progress is so
carefully monitored, membership in intervention
groups is considered flexible and regrouping is both
common and expected.

Intensity of Intervention
In an RTI system, intervention is often categorized
into three or four tiers (or levels) of intensity. Each
tier increases not only in terms of time and duration
but also in terms of the explicitness of instruction
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). With the reauthorization
of IDEA, many state departments of education see
students' progression through the tiers as a means
to determine their eligibility for special education
with the final tier actually being special education.
In these settings, parents must be informed of their
rights. The following three-tied model of intervention
is considered "non-categorical," meaning all children,
regardless of disability status, would be eligible for
these interventions based on need and appropriateness.

Tier I
Tier I usually refers to intervention that is provided
at the classroom level and is typically managed by
the classroom teacher. Students receiving Tier I
intervention are often "nearly meeting the standard,"
or may be below standard in only one or a two
measures. These students benefit from the regular
curriculum with small modifications, including small
group instruction, additional practice, or differentiated materials and instruction.
Examples of Tier I interventions in the primary
grades include: speed drills of sight words, fluency
or phrasing practice, the use of graphic organizers or
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writing frames, preferential seating, multi-sensory
instruction, small-group word-study lessons, partner
reading, explicit instruction in guided reading,
computer-based skill practice, structured retellings,
the use of leveled text or decodable text, and paired
reading. The classroom teacher typically oversees
these interventions, though another professional or
even a trained volunteer may implement them in the
classroom.

Tier II
Tier II interventions are considered supplemental. In
other words, students receive Tier I interventions in
the regular classroom and this additional instruction
is provided to further accelerate students' learning.
These interventions may take place in the classroom
or in another location. It is important that students
in Tier II continue to receive classroom-based differentiated instruction, as well as daily exposure to
grade-level text through read-alouds or other means.
Exposure to these texts allows students to acquire
age appropriate vocabulary, concepts, and thinking
skills (Alexander & Jetton, 2000, Stanovich, 1992).
Tier II services are typically provided at least three
times per week for 20-40 minutes per session. These
interventions are intended to prepare students to
successfully participate in the regular classroom
program without the need for long-term supplemental services. However, it is possible for some students, particularly those with learning differences,
to continue to need supplemental instruction over a
longer period of time.
Many schools use commercially published programs
as their Tier II interventions, while others create
their own research-based interventions. Programs
such as Reading Recovery, Book Buddies, Read
Naturally, PALS Intervention Lessons and Soar to
Success are common Tier II interventions. Table 1
(page 25) shows a sampling of an urban elementary
school's "menu of interventions" for their first graders. Their model is particularly illustrative because
it emphasizes the importance of responding to
individual students' assessment profiles and specifies what the interventionist and classroom teacher
will do. Additionally, the plan shows an explicit
connection between assessment and instruction.

Tier III
Tier III interventions are considered substantially
different than regular classroom instruction and
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may, in some cases where the learning gap is substantial, supplant regular classroom instruction.
Students receiving Tier III interventions should, in
most cases, continue to be exposed to grade appropriate text to ensure the development of age appropriate vocabulary, concepts, and thinking skills. Tier
III services are often 60-90 minutes in duration and
meet 4 to 5 times per week sometimes in 1: 1 configurations. Students receiving Tier III interventions
are considerably behind their peers in literacy. A
learning disability or impairment may be present or
suspected and in some models, Tier III is considered
special education.
Instruction in Tier III is especially explicit and
structured. Students are generally recommended
for Tier III interventions only after regular classroom instruction and other tiers of intervention
have failed. Approximately 2-3% of the population
would be eligible for this level of intervention. Tier
III interventions in literacy might include more
explicit or intense versions of Tier II interventions or
programs such as: Wilson Reading System, Verbalizing and Visualizing for Language Comprehension
and Thinking, and Orton Gillingham. Since these
students' reading challenges are often complex, it is
important that students in Tier III are taught by the
most skilled reading teacher available.

Monitoring Student Progress
Students identified for intervention services are
assessed in their primary area(s) of difficulty on
a regular basis. Teachers and interventionists
develop or identify formative assessments that can
be embedded within daily or weekly instruction.
Therefore, students are informally assessed at
least once every 5-10 lessons and formally assessed
every 8 to 10 weeks or according to their school or
district's assessment cycle. If students are making
measurable progress after the first round of instruction, the intervention may continue to ensure that
progress continues. Students making considerable
progress may be exited from the intervention system
all together, thereby making room for students in
greater need. Students failing to make adequate
progress (as defined by their RTI team or state
guidelines) are considered for a more intense tier of
intervention or a different intervention strategy at
the same tier. Decisions about group and tier membership are made by the RTI team and are based on
multiple sources of data. Students are considered for
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special education eligibility or further evaluation if
they do not respond to many rounds of intervention.

addressing learning difficulties when best practices
in literacy are firmly in place throughout the education system.

Standards of Practice
The success of an RTI system is dependent not only
upon the quality of instruction in the intervention
setting but also in the regular classroom. Unless best
practices in literacy are brought to scale in school
and districts, the intervention system will become
overwhelmed. RTI can only be an effective means for

Instructional Standards of Practice
Developing consensus about what constitutes effective early reading instruction can be an obstacle
for many faculties. Sometimes it is helpful for a
steering or literacy committee to study best practices
through taking a graduate level course together, or

Table 1. Partial List of a Tier II "Menu of Intervention" for First Grade
Student Profile

Intervention

What the
Interventionist
Does

What the Classroom
Teacher Does

Emergent Reader:
The student
demonstrates
an incomplete
knowledge of
letters or sounds;
limited proficiency
in segmenting and
representing sounds;
unstable concept of
word and/or print;
no text reading
evidenced. Student
may be an emergent
or early letter-name
speller and has few,
if any, sight words.

PALS Intervention
Lesson for
Emergent Readers
Frequency: 3 to 5
days/week
Time: 30-45 minutes
Grouping: small (3-5
students)
Who: special
educator,
interventionist, or
supervised paraeducator.
Training: required
Materials/
resources: www.
pals.virginia.edu.

This small group 30minute lesson plan
focuses on alphabet
recognition and the
relationship of letters
and sounds. Each lesson
includes alphabet
practice, phonological
awareness activities,
practice with COW
and CAP and making
and breaking words
using onset and rime (if
appropriate). Students
will practice reading and
writing simple texts.

The classroom teacher
provides: daily access to
grade appropriate text
through the read aloud;
differentiated small
group word study lessons;
and guided reading
practice. During writing
instruction, students will
use their key cards, and be
encouraged to label their
drawings and/or write
simple sentences.

PALS
Benchmark
Scores
or Clay's
Observation
Survey
DRAText
Level

Beginning
Reader: Beginning
readers have solid
alphabet knowledge
- recognizing
most letters and
sounds, a concept
of word in text,
and are beginning
to recognize some
words in context
and isolation.
These students are
beginning or middle
letter name spellers
and represent the
most salient sounds
consonant sounds
in words and may
include medial vowel
sounds in some
words.

PALS Intervention
Lesson for
Beginning Readers
Frequency: 3 to 5
days/week
Time: 30-45 minutes
Grouping: small (3-5
students)
Who: special
educator,
interventionist, or
supervised paraeducator.
Training: required
Materials/
resources: www.
pals. virginia.edu.

This small group 30minute lesson begins
with rereading familiar
text with a focus on
accurate and efficient
word reading. The next
segment of instruction
is spent on word study
and includes work with
sight words, segmenting
and blending regularly
spelled words, sorting
words, and writing
words in context. The
lesson concludes with
the introduction of a new
book.

The classroom teacher
provides: daily access to
grade appropriate text
through the daily read
aloud: differentiated
small group word study
lessons; and guided
reading lessons. Students
in the Beginning Reading
Intervention Group
benefit from instruction
that helps them acquire
(and write) sight words
and regularly spelled
eve words. Instructional
strategies such as, speed
drills, Rainbow Words,
phrasing cards, etc., may
also be helpful.

PALS
Benchmark
Scores
or Clay's
Observation
Survey
DRAText
Level

SPRING-SUMMER
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Figure 1. Professional books that help develop literacy standards of practice

Favorite Study Group Books
Allington, R., & Cunningham, P. (2006). Schools that work: Where all children read
and write (3 rd ed.). New York: Allyn and Bacon.
Cunningham, P., & Allington, R. (2006). Classrooms that work: They all can read and
write (4 th ed.). New York: Allyn and Bacon.
Pressley, M., Wharton-MacDonald, R., Collins-Block, C., & Morrow, L. (2001).
Learning to read: Lessons from exemplary first-grade classrooms. New York:
Guilford.
Pressley, M. (2005). Reading instruction that works: The case for balanced teaching
(3 rd ed.) New York: Guilford Press.
by developing a study group or professional book
club. Book clubs can ground a committee's thinking
in the research on reading instruction rather than
in personal opinions or ideologies. It is critical that
representatives from regular education, special
education, and administration serve on these committees. Figure 1 highlights a few titles that have
been particularly effective professional book club
choices. These books can help educators develop a
vision of what is essential in a well designed literacy
program and an action plan for making these practices a reality in their schools.

Assessment Standards of Practice
An effective RTI system relies upon valid and reliable assessment data. When selecting assessments
for a school wide literacy program, it is important to
consider four different types of assessment: screening, diagnostic, progress monitoring, and outcome
assessment.

Screening assessment. Screening assessments are
typically group administered, though they can be
administered 1:1 or in small groups, especially in the
primary grades. These assessments are intended to
help teachers identify students who are meeting the
standard, exceeding it, or those who are below the
standard and potentially at risk for reading difficulties. When using standardized norm referenced
assessments, students achieving at or below the 25 th
percentile (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006) or those performing
below grade level benchmarks on criterion or performance-based assessments are often recommended for
more individualized diagnostic assessment to determine their instructional levels or areas of difficulty.
The following examples are assessments that are
often used as screening instruments in the primary
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grades: Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening
(PALS), Gates Mac-Ginitie Reading Test, and Clay's
Observation Survey.

Diagnostic assessment. Diagnostic assessments are
typically administered 1: 1 or in small groups and
provide information about students' strengths and
challenges and also help educators determine the
best instructional strategies to accelerate growth.
In the primary grades where screening assessments
are often individually administered, the screening
and diagnostic assessments might be one and the
same. The following diagnostic assessments can be
very helpful when identifying reading difficulties
and planning instruction: the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA), a developmental spelling
inventory such as those found in Words Their Way
(Bear, Invernizzi, Templeteon, & Johnston, 2008),
and PALS. More standardized measures, such as
the Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing
(CTOPP), the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals (CELF), or the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT), can also be quite informative, yet
their ability to inform classroom instruction can
sometimes be less obvious than performance-based or
criterion-based assessments. Diagnostic assessments
are given to students on an "as needed" basis.
Progress monitoring assessment. Progress monitoring assessments examine the progress students
are making in a given skill, strategy, or content
area. Classroom-based formative assessment is an
example of an appropriate progress-monitoring tool.
Examples of classroom-based assessments include:
comprehension checks, running records, spelling
tests, rubrics, checklists, fluency checks, and holistic
writing scores. School wide literacy assessments
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administered throughout the school year are yet
another example of progress monitoring. Data from
these assessments are considered when making
decisions about students' instructional programs
and need for intervention. Importantly, these data
also help teachers reflect on the effectiveness of
their instruction. Some schools repeat their screening assessments mid-year to measure and monitor
student progress and identify new students experiencing reading difficulties.

Outcome assessment. Outcome assessment, sometimes referred to as summative assessment, is generally more formal in nature and is used to determine
if students have learned or performed at the desired
level of achievement. These tests generally come at
the end of a unit or school year. Statewide testing
programs under No Child Left Behind are examples
of outcome assessment. End of book or level tests
might also be considered outcome assessments.
Similar to progress monitoring assessments, outcome
assessments can also be used to determine the
effectiveness of instruction.

Developing a School Wide
or District Wide Literacy
Assessment System
Schools and districts considering RTI should first
develop a comprehensive literacy assessment system that addresses the "five elements of reading"
(NRP, 2000) (phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency,
vocabulary, and comprehension), with an appropriate
emphasis on each element along the developmental
continuum. For example, it may be appropriate to
sample students' phonemic awareness 1.n grades K-1,
but it may not be necessary to assess all students'
phonemic awareness in other grades. Similarly, we
might assess first graders' comprehension by asking
them to provide a retelling after reading a short story,
whereas we might ask third graders to summarize or
answer explicit and inferential comprehension questions after reading a longer passage. Table 2 (page
28) shows part of an urban elementary school's early
reading assessment plan as an example.

In addition to the five elements of reading, educators and reading specialists should attend to other
aspects of literacy such as, written expression, listening comprehension, word recognition in and out of
context, receptive or expressive vocabulary, writing
vocabulary, reading vocabulary, memory, motivation,
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and strategic knowledge. Literacy steering committees should also consider developing assessment
standards of practice before selecting specific assessments for their literacy program (Nichols & Berliner,
2007). Importantly, these committees want to ensure
that the assessments they select inform instruction,
rather than just evaluate it (Nichols & Berliner;
Black & Williams, 1998). As part of a school or
district's assessment standards of practice, it is
also essential to include annual calibration on the
administration and scoring of reading assessments.
This is especially important in schools developing
RTI systems where "high stakes" decisions are made
based on assessment data. Annual calibration allows
educators to feel confident about the reliability of
their students' scores.
Steering committees that develop assessment plans
for schools and districts must select their instruments thoughtfully, as the research on assessment
is quite compelling: that which is assessed, will be
taught, and as importantly, we know it will likely be
taught in the manner in which it is assessed (Nichols
& Berliner, 2007). When selecting new assessments
for your school or district, consider the following
questions: Do the assessments feel and look like
the kind of literacy tasks students are commonly
asked to do? Do they reflect best practice? Will the
results provide teachers with information that can
inform grouping and instructional practices? Are the
assessments efficient and economical? Do they align
with the local or state curriculum or standards? If
not, can the alignment be made? Are there electronic
databases or tools available to support the analysis
of data? Is there a consistent system of reporting or
leveling that will help a preK-8 faculty understand
the continuum of literacy development and develop
a common language about student achievement?
Selecting assessments for a local assessment system
is one of the most important jobs of a school or district. High quality assessment is vital to the success
of an RTI system.

Conclusion
This article attempts to define RTI and the special
considerations schools and districts need to make
in order for their RTI system to work effectively.
Implementing RTI is not an event but a process. It is
important to remember that RTI is as much a regular education initiative as a special education initiative, if not more. For this reason, an RTI initiative
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must be situated within the broader context of school
improvement and teacher development.
Like other school reform models, teachers implementing RTI will need ample opportunity to learn
about best practice, see it demonstrated, and
receive regular coaching and feedback as they
make changes to their instruction. Bringing best
practice to scale may take years and will likely
require considerable investments of time, energy,
and resources (Gehsmann & Woodside-Jiron, 2005;
Mosenthal, Lipson, Torncello, Russ, & Mekkelsen,
2004; Taylor, Pearson, Clark, & Walpole, 2000). In
the case of early reading, there is simply no alterna-

tive. Research affirms that early reading difficulties
are highly correlated with later reading problems
(Snow et al. , 1998; Juel, 1988; Stanovich, 1986).
With an estimated 8 million students in grades
4-12 experiencing reading challenges in the U.S.,
improving early reading instruction and student
achievement in reading are urgent national concerns (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004). That said, educators must not be content with getting readers on
level by grade 3, as early reading success does not
guarantee later reading success (Foorman, Francis,
Shaywicz, Shaywicz, & Fletcher, 1997; Biancarosa
& Snow). We must be as unwavering in our commit-

Table 2. Sample Assessment Plan for Early Reading
Assessment

Phonemic
Awareness

Phonics

Vocabulary

Fluency

Comprehension

PALS-Kdg.
Screening,
Diagnostic, Progress
Monitoring and/ or
Outcome
Administration &
Scoring
Small group and
individual.
Approx. 10-15
min. including
scoring
PALS-Grades 1-3
Screening,
Diagnostic, Progress
Monitoring and/ or
Outcome
Administration &
Scoring
Small group and
individual
Approx. 10-15
min. including
scoring

Rhyme
awareness and
beginning sound
awareness.

Alphabet recognition,
letter-sound knowledge
(including a spelling
sample) and concept of
word.
Reading words in
isolation is an optional
subtest. Passage
reading is also optional.

Embedded in the
optional reading
comprehension
tasks. This test
does not explicitly
test for vocabulary
development.
There is an
optional word
recognition task.

Fluency is
measured in the
optional passage
reading subtest
for students
reading above
the level of
primer. Can be
supplemented
with DRA kit.

Comprehension
is measured in
the optional text
reading subtest for
students reading
above the level of
primer. Can be
supplemented with
DRAkit.

Blending and
sound-to-letter
task (oral
segmentation).

Embedded in the
optional reading
comprehension
tasks. This test
does not explicitly
test for vocabulary
development.
There is a word
recognition task.

Fluency is
measured in the
optional passage
reading subtest
for students
reading above
the level of
primer. Can be
supplemented
with DRA kit .

Comprehension
is measured in
the optional text
reading subtest for
students reading
above the level of
primer. Can be
supplemented with
DRAkit.

ORA - Grades K-3
Screening,
Diagnostic, Progress
Monitoring and! or
Outcome
Administration &
Scoring
Individually
administered
Approx. 5-30
minutes
including scoring

Not applicable.

Alphabet recognition
and sounds (first
grade only). Word
recognition in isolation
and in context.
Concepts of word in
text. The spelling task
is used to determine
developmental level
of students' spelling
and informs teachers
of where to begin w/
instruction.
Students' reading
strategies are fully
analyzed and text level
reading accuracy is also
reported.

Embedded in
the reading
comprehension
tasks. This test
does not explicitly
test for vocabulary
development.

Students'
phrasing, fluency
and prosody are
assessed with a
checklist.

Students preview
the text, predict
and retell the
story. Students
are also surveyed
about their reading
preferences and
ability to make
connections. All
texts are fiction .
Teachers learn
students' discreet
reading levels from
this assessment.

.
.

.
.

.

.

2~
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ment to effective instruction and assessment beyond
grade 3, as we are in the early grades.
Experts widely agree that the single most important
factor in student achievement is the teacher (Au,
Raphael, & Mooney, 2008; Darling-Hammond, 2000;
Gehsmann & Woodside-Jiron, 2005). As DarlingHammond explains, "The effects of well-prepared
teachers on student achievement can be stronger
than the influences of student background factors,
such as poverty, language background, and minority
status" (p. 38). Developing effective teachers is the
cornerstone of all effective reform efforts and RTI is
no exception.
For more than three decades educational researchers, educators, and policy makers have sought to
locate reading difficulties within the reader (McEneaney et al., 2006). A tremendous amount of time,
energy, and money is spent evaluating students
with reading difficulties, yet a number of empirical
studies have confirmed that low achieving readers
vary little from learning disabled readers (Fletcher,
Shaywitz, Shankweiler, Liberman, Steubing, Francis, Fowler, & Shaywitz, 1994; Stanovich & Siegel,
1994; Vellutino, Scanlon, & Lyon, 2000). RTI has the
potential to shift our focus to high quality responsive
instruction, or it can become yet another means to
evaluate and label students. Inspired teachers and
leaders have the potential to narrow and perhaps
even close achievement gaps by providing our most
fragile learners with supportive, responsive and
informed instruction.
While RTI has yet to be proven in large-scale studies,
it does hold great potential. Its success, however, will
be dependent upon informed and dedicated educators
who respond to the unique needs of all kids, one
student at a time.
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